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Abstract
The overuse and misuse of exclusionary and punitive discipline practices in schools have been
consistently linked to social and educational inequities across the globe, particularly for students
of color. However, there is an ongoing need for a greater understanding of how school climate
factors (e.g., adult-student relationships, racial climate) relate to the types of discipline
approaches observed, particularly from the viewpoints of educators. The current study used
hierarchical multiple regression analyses to investigate teacher, administrator, and staff (N = 168)
survey responses from four junior high schools where discipline disproportionality for Latinx
students had been previously established. Analyses explored how perceptions of adult-student
relationships were associated with the perceived use of punitive and positive discipline practices
and the potential moderating effect of racial climate. Results suggest that perceptions of more
positive adult-student relationships were associated with less punitive discipline, but not
meaningfully related to positive discipline approaches (i.e., social-emotional instruction, positive
reinforcement). Additionally, racial climate was a significant moderator in the relation between
adult-student relationships and punitive discipline techniques, enhancing the inverse relation
between positive adult-student relationships and punitive discipline. Implications for theory,
research, and practical application are discussed.
Keywords: discipline disproportionality, racial climate, adult-student relationships
punitive discipline, positive discipline
Data Availability Statement
Due to the nature of this research, the district and participants of this study did not agree for their
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Educator Perceptions of Adult-Student Relationships, Racial Climate, and Associated
Discipline Techniques
The task of creating safe, supportive, and effective learning environments for students is
a complex and demanding mission for school professionals. Given the diverse racial, cultural,
linguistic, and learning characteristics of students in the United States and across the globe,
school professionals are faced with challenges and opportunities when attempting to foster
environments that support a variety of individual needs (Gordon, 2015; Lee & Shute, 2010;
Osher et al., 2012;). Currently, the most common methods of responding to student behavioral
concerns in U.S. school settings include several forms of punitive and exclusionary discipline,
including office disciplinary referrals, suspensions, and expulsions (Fenning & Sharkey, 2012;
Welsh & Little, 2018). However, punitive discipline practices in schools are typically ineffective
at reducing problem behaviors (American Psychological Association [APA] Task Force on Zero
Tolerance, 2008), can be harmful for student academic outcomes (Fenning & Sharkey, 2012),
and are often used unfairly with students of color (Skiba et al., 2002). In an effort to support
schools in creating more effective learning environments for all students, additional research
investigating school factors that may contribute to discipline disproportionality has been
recommended (APA Task Force on Zero Tolerance, 2008). The central goal of the current study
is to explore the relation between school climate variables and the use of different discipline
approaches, within the context of four junior high schools in the United States with documented
Latinx discipline disproportionality.
School Discipline Disproportionality
School discipline practices have been recognized as a critical component of school
organizational structure for decades (Burns, 1985; Duke, 1977; Knoff, 1984). The philosophy of
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zero tolerance emerged in the United States in the early 1990s as a discipline protocol for
dealing with drug-related and violent crime in schools (APA Task Force on Zero Tolerance,
2008) and became a widely adopted school practice. However, teachers and administrators in
schools across the U.S. regularly employ zero tolerance policies towards a range of minor and
nonviolent student disciplinary offenses (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 1998,
2012). Exclusionary discipline practices are not unique to the United States, though, and are
relied upon in multiple countries across the globe (McCluskey, et al., 2008). Scholars argue that
increasingly punitive discipline strategies may reflect a type of “criminalization” of most school
behavior management systems (Hirschfield, 2008) that mirror broader cultural attitudes and
practices of excluding criminals from societal privileges (Welch & Payne, 2012). This common
tendency towards exclusionary discipline in schools has resulted in the “school-to-prison”
pipeline phenomenon, which reflects institutionalized pathways from schools to the criminal
justice system (Hughes et al., 2020).
Moreover, these disturbing discipline trends and outcomes impact students of color, low
socioeconomic status (SES), and those with disabilities at higher rates than their representation in
school populations (Skiba et al., 2002). Although discipline disproportionality is observed across
several subgroups, race/ethnicity has been consistently found to be a significant and independent
predictor of disciplinary outcomes (APA Task Force on Zero Tolerance, 2008). While this trend
has been most consistently supported for Black students in the U.S. (Skiba et al., 2002), evidence
of a similar trend has been found for Latinx students in some studies (Peguero & Shekarkhar,
2011), though less consistently in others (Gordon et al., 2000). Additionally, Indigineous
students in New Zealand and Australia have been consistently documented to be
disproportionately excluded from schooling through suspensions and expulsions and have higher
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rates of involvement in the juvenile justice system (Gray & Beresford, 2008). Racial or ethnic
disparities in the use of punitive discipline appear to be more common in English-speaking
countries with more diverse populations. While most available studies surrounding punitive and
exclusionary school discipline practices focus on the more formal and documented forms of
institutional level discipline (e.g. office discipline referrals, suspensions, expulsions), it is
important to view punitive discipline on a spectrum that also includes the less formal punitive
interactions that often take place between adults and students in school settings (e.g. yelling,
shaming, and isolating). The current study will explore how these and other types of informal
discipline practices relate to the associated school climate in a context where discipline
disproportionality for Latinx students is an identified inequity.
School Climate
The importance of positive school climates on student development and outcomes has
been widely supported by both professional organizations and scholars in the field of school
psychology (Zullig et al., 2010). With no single agreed upon definition, school climate is a wideranging phenomena made up of interrelated constructs including attitudes, beliefs, values, norms,
academic engagement, social relationships, school connectedness, and physical school structure
(McEvoy & Welker, 2000). The complex construct is typically measured through self-report of
key stakeholders (e.g., students, staff, parents) and can be conceptualized as an aggregate
measure of perceptions and experiences of a particular environment (Anderson, 1982; Fan et al.,
2011). Due to the complexity of school climate, it can be useful to deconstruct the concept into
specific and relevant constructs when exploring its relation to school discipline. The current
study will focus on two elements of school climate that are hypothesized to be pertinent to the
examination of school discipline practices: Racial climate and adult-student relationships.
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Racial climate. Racial climate is defined as “perceptions of race relations, racial fairness,
racial treatment, and experiences of racism in school” (Watkins & Aber, 2009, p. 396). Although
racial climate is not commonly included as an explicit component of school climate assessments,
several recent school climate measurement studies have included conceptualizations and
measures of multicultural and racial elements of the school environment, often referred to as
racial, interethnic, or multicultural climate (Agirdag et al., 2011; Chang & Le, 2010). With
growing evidence indicating that students of color may have differing school discipline
experiences than White students (Dessel, 2010; Eccles & Roeser, 2011) and that race continues
to emerge as the most consistent student characteristic associated with discipline disparities
(Welsh & Little, 2018), it is critical to explore racial elements within school climate studies.
Cultural-ecological theorists have attempted to explain racial and ethnic differences in
school experiences as resulting from both individual and institutional influences (Warikoo &
Carter, 2009). Although school professionals may not intentionally accommodate students who
adhere to the dominant cultural norms, consistent reinforcement of behaviors aligned with
dominant values, interactions, and styles provides significant advantages to students that identify
with the dominant culture or who have developed the capacity to navigate through the school’s
cultural environment (Dessel, 2010). Given the established racial disparities in punitive
discipline across schools in the U.S., Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, it is reasonable to
hypothesize that many students and school staff are able to recognize these inequities in their
immediate environments. While there is emerging evidence that racial climate plays an important
role in how students experience their school environment (Voight et al., & Adekanye, 2015;
Watkins & Aber, 2009), less is known about how school staff perceive the racial climate in their
schools and how this may relate to their own behaviors or classroom management decisions.
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Therefore, increased assessment and awareness of racial climate as it relates to school discipline
are key in moving towards equitable discipline systems.
Adult-student relationships. Central in the conversations surrounding positive school
climate is the quality of social relationships within a school community (Bear & Yang, 2011;
Zullig et al., 2010). The social context within a school has been identified as a condition for
resilience in the school setting, especially for students who are marginalized and/or underserved
(Hopson & Lee, 2007). Positive adult and peer social relationships are also important for the
deterrence of antisocial behavior in youth and lower use of weapons (Lee & Shute, 2010;
Gregory et al., 2010; Reinke & Herman, 2002). Furthermore, the quality of adult-student
relationships in the school setting is consistently identified as being related to student academic
engagement, achievement, and social-emotional wellbeing (Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Gregory &
Weinstein, 2008), particularly for students of color and/or economically disadvantaged students
(Liew et al., 2009; Meehan et al., 2003; Murray & Zvoch, 2011).
Within the context of school discipline, the social relationships between students and
adults appear to be particularly relevant, given the fact that adults are typically responsible for
the implementation of discipline techniques. A recent literature review on school discipline
disparities highlighted that subjective decisions made by teachers and administrators, as
influenced by discipline policies and/or classroom management styles, may provide more
robust explanations for discipline disparities experienced by Black and other minoritized
students (Welsh & Little, 2018). Through this lens, and the plethora of evidence that punitive
discipline disproportionately harms students of color, further investigation of potential
interactions between racial climate, adult-student relationships, and discipline practices are
warranted. In other words, studying school discipline with a specific focus on the associations
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with racial climate and relational climate may be critical as educators attempt to define and
implement equitable school discipline practices.
Equitable Discipline Practices
Considering the established negative consequences associated with punitive and
exclusionary practices for many students and society as a whole (APA Task Force on Zero
Tolerance, 2008; Arcia, 2006), it is vital to consider alternative and effective strategies for
correcting problematic behaviors. Investigation of school characteristics that contribute to social
equity in achievement and discipline outcomes have provided information about how schools
may effectively serve students of diverse racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds
(Gregory et al., 2011). The concept of positive discipline has been discussed in discipline
research for decades and is generally described as approaches that focus on the building of
optimism, respect, trust and intentionality to nurture adult-student relationships (Schmidt, 1989).
Positive discipline theories have emerged within several modern forms of universal socialemotional and behavioral support systems with potential for more equitable school discipline
outcomes.
Although no one positive discipline approach has been identified as the “gold standard”;
school behavior management systems that are preventative, utilize evidence-based behavioral
theories, promote teaching of social-emotional and behavioral skills, emphasize respectful
interactions from authority figures, are culturally sensitive, and consider diverse learning needs
are most likely to nurture more positive school climates and subsequently improved student
outcomes (Osher et al., 2010). Furthermore, when used conservatively, logically, and in
conjunction with positive discipline strategies, exclusionary discipline may be more effective as
one disciplinary tool in some circumstances (Bear, 2012).
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Two of the most common positive discipline approaches used in the U.S. include SchoolWide Positive Behavior Support (SWPBS) and Social-Emotional Instruction (SEI; often referred
to as social-emotional learning) which are delivered through multi-tiered systems designed to
provide universal interventions that increase in intensity depending on needs (NASP, 2016). In
SWPBS, schools provide explicit instruction about behavioral expectations, provide early
intervention, focus on positive reinforcement and re-teaching of skills, and adjust intervention
intensity based on student need (Netzel & Eber, 2003; Sugai & Horner, 2006). Ensuring that
students have the necessary skills and motivation for desired behavior change is a key element to
the success of SWPBS as a disciplinary system. While many schools that implement SWPBS
have been been successful in reducing overall antisocial behavior and student exclusion (Osher
et al., 2010), this approach alone has not consistently reduced racial/ethnic disparities in school
discipline practices (Skiba & Peterson, 2000; Vincent & Tobin, 2010) and has been widely
criticized for its emphasis on compliance and deference to dominant (i.e. White) cultural values
for expected behaviors (Banks & Obiakor, 2015). Nevertheless, SWPBS persists as one of the
most commonly used positive discipline paradigms in schools today despite serious concerns
regarding limitations in culturally responsive implementation.
Through the evolution of positive discipline theory and practice, many school leaders
have sought to strengthen or complement SWPBIS programs with the simultaneous use of
universal SEI systems, which emphasize the development of core social-emotional skills that
underlie behavioral regulation (Carr et al., 2002; Osher et al., 2010). Expanding from a more
teacher-centered focus of clear behavioral expectations and reinforcement for compliance, SEI is
a more student-centered and process-oriented approach which involves formal teaching of selfregulation and social skills to foster social, emotional and moral development (Osher et al., 2010;
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Weissberg & O’Brien, 2004). SEI techniques are aimed at strengthening student capacities for
positive interactions and responsible decision-making (Dodge et al., 2006). Combining elements
of both SWPBS and SEI has been promoted as a promising approach to reducing problem
behaviors without the negative consequences associated with exclusionary or punitive discipline
(Osher et al., 2010).
Factors Associated with Teacher Use of Positive and Punitive Discipline Approaches
Schools are comprised of a number of different stakeholders, including administrators,
teachers, staff, students, families, and community collaborators. An important facet of
understanding how and why certain school discipline approaches are implemented, is
understanding the perspectives of multiple stakeholders (McEvoy & Welker, 2000). Whereas
several studies have investigated student perceptions across several domains of school climate
(Fan et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2010; Watkins & Aber, 2009; Way et al., 2007; Zullig et al.,
2011), racial climate (Agirdag et al., 2011; Chang & Le, 2010) and experiences with discipline
(Brown, 2007), there still exists a gap in the literature surrounding teacher and staff perspectives
on these interrelated topics. Research on student perceptions of school climate has consistently
pointed to inverse relations between exclusionary discipline and/or poor racial climate and
positive school climate in that perceptions of school climate are worse in school
environments where students experience more punitive discipline or varying degrees of
racial discrimination (Bryson & Childs, 2018; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013; Watkins & Aber,
2009). However, given the noted discrepancies between student and teacher perceptions of
school climate (Gase et al., 2017), particularly in the area of classroom management (Mitchell et
al., 2010), it may be helpful to gain more insights into adult perspectives of these classroom-level
discipline dynamics. Within the school discipline literature, authors have frequently stated or
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hypothesized that biased attitudes and practices of teachers and school staff contribute to the
overuse of punitive discipline; however, few researchers have investigated teacher and staff
perspectives about their perceived use of different discipline practices within their settings.
Current Study
In an effort to better understand what contributes to teacher, administrator and staff
discipline decisions, the current study examines how a key school climate factor, adult-student
relationships, is related to punitive and positive discipline approaches. In the current study, the
term “positive discipline techniques” will be used to refer to both positive reinforcement (PR)
and social-emotional instruction (SEI) approaches. The relation between adult-student
relationships and discipline has been established in previous studies (Agirdag, 2011; Brown,
2007; Gregory et al., 2011), but less so from the perspective of educators. Additionally, the effect
of racial climate on these associations is further explored. Specifically, we are interested in
understanding if racial climate enhances/exacerbates the effect of adult-student relationships on
discipline. This is an important moderator to examine, as it is possible that any effort to reform
school discipline by targeting adult-student relationships will be futile if racial climate (also
called respect for diversity) is not fostered. The four U.S. junior high schools where educators
were sampled from for the current study resided in a school district where Latinx students are the
most prevalent ethnic minority and are disproportionately represented in all forms of
exclusionary discipline. Whereas some research has been conducted to investigate discipline
disproportionality for Latinx students, results have been inconsistent (APA Task Force on Zero
Tolerance, 2008; Skiba et al., 2002, 2005) and, therefore, more research is needed to understand
the disciplinary experiences of this population.
Taken together, the current study asks: (a) Do educator perceptions of adult-student
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relationships account for reported levels of PR, SEI, and/or punitive discipline techniques? (b) If
adult-student relationships are associated with the use of different discipline approaches, is
there a significant moderating effect of racial climate on the adult-student relationship-discipline
association? It is hypothesized that the perceived quality of adult-student relationships will be
significantly related to the the types of discipline techniques reported, in that perceptions of more
positive relationships will be related to more use of positive discipline (i.e. PR, SEI) and less use
of punitive approaches. Given the presence of racial discipline disproportionality in the schools
of study, it is hypothesized that racial climate will have an enhancing effect on the association
between adult-student relationships and discipline approaches.
Method
Participants
Survey respondents include a sample of 168 teachers, school administrators, and staff
(i.e., support and office staff) from four junior high schools (serving grades 7 and 8) in a
California school district, which represented all of the junior high schools in this district. This
reflects a 58% response rate for the total number of teacher/staff members employed across all
four schools (N=168). Teachers, administrators, support staff (e.g. school counselors,
psychologists, nurses, specialists, instructional aides), and office staff (subsequently referred to
as “educators”) responded to the web-based questionnaire as part of a district-level initiative to
examine various aspects of school climate in their district. Table 1 displays the participants’
demographic information, position, and level of experience. There were no significant
differences between subgroups on any of the variables of interest for the current study. For this
reason, the participants were grouped as “educators” for analytic purposes.
Procedure
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The four junior high schools from which educator survey data were collected had
documented the existence of discipline disproportionality for Latinx students prior to the current
study. According to a districtwide summary presented at a public board meeting (source not
included to protect identity of school district), the ratio of Latino male to white male expulsions
was 2:1 and suspensions was 3:1. Female expulsions occurred too infrequently to make solid
conclusions, however district officials approximated the expulsion ratio between Latina and
white females to be 4:1; suspensions were approximately 6:1. The web-based educator survey
used in the current study was administered through district email request in conjunction with
school efforts to collect preliminary baseline school climate information and to inform plans in
implementing a pilot restorative justice program to reduce discipline disproportionality. The
district planned to begin pilot programming at the junior high level and therefore focused on
these 4 schools at this stage. Participants were assured that responses were anonymous,
voluntary, and confidential. While survey measures always carry the limitation of potential
dishonest or inaccurate responding, particularly in circumstances where there are concerns
of systemic problems (i.e. discipline disparities), the use of perception measures among key
stakeholders can still yield important and useful information about relative perspectives
and how people choose to report those perspectives. However, it is important to note that
this survey study was only one small part of a larger and multi-faceted approach to data
collection and reform planning, as should always be the case in similar efforts. The
limitations to this survey study are more thoroughly discussed in the discussion section.
Measures
School climate. The Delaware School Climate Survey-Teacher/Staff (DSCS-T/S; Bear &
Yang, 2011) was used to measure educator perceptions of school climate. The DSCS-T/S takes

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

14

about 20-30 minutes to administer. The school climate section of the measure consists of 24
items which educators respond to using a 4-item Likert scale (1 = disagree a lot, 2 = disagree, 3
= agree, and 4 = agree a lot). Previously conducted confirmatory factor analyses indicated a
seven-factor solution: adult–student relationships (3 items), student–student relationships (4
items), safety (3 items), clarity of expectations (3 items), fairness of rules (3 items), respect for
diversity (3 items), school-home communications (5 items), and one general factor (Bear,
Gaskins, Blank, & Chen, 2011). In the current study, only items measuring adult-student
relationships (e.g. “Teachers care about their students”) and respect for diversity (e.g. “Teachers
treat students of all races with respect”) factors are used. The respect for diversity items are
theoretically aligned with the construct of racial climate and these terms are used
interchangeably throughout the results and discussion sections.
Discipline approaches. The DSCS system also includes a supplemental survey (called
the Discipline Technique Survey) designed to measure respondents’ perceptions of the use of
positive reinforcement (PR; 4 items; e.g., “Students are often given rewards for being good”),
social emotional instruction (SEI; 5 items; e.g., “Students are taught to understand how others
think and feel”), and punitive approaches (4 items; e.g., “Students are often sent out of class for
breaking rules;” Bear & Yang, 2011). All three factors from the Discipline Technique Survey
were used in the current study.
Table 2 displays relevant survey scales and items used for the current study with
corresponding reliability coefficients. Bear and Yang (2011) found the DSCS to have concurrent
validity with state-level standardized testing scores in English/Language Arts and Mathematics
and suspension/expulsion data. Alpha coefficients indicated high reliability of items within each
factor (Bear and Yang, 2011), which was also true in the current study sample (alpha =.75 - .96).
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Data Analysis
All analyses were conducted using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
software 18.0. To explore the relations between perceptions of adult-student relationships, racial
climate, and discipline techniques, a series of three multiple regression analyses were conducted.
For each regression (1 – 3), in the first model (Model 1), the dependent discipline variable
(punitive, PR, SEI, respectively) was regressed onto the explanatory variables of adult-student
relationships and respect for diversity. Then, if a significant relation was found, a moderation
analysis (Model 2) was conducted by including the interaction term (e.g., adult-student
relationship x respect for diversity). Multiple regression procedures have been identified as an
acceptable and preferred method for the examination of moderator effects, particularly when
moderator variables are continuous (Frazier, Tix, & Barron, 2004). To reduce issues of
multicollinearity all independent and moderator continuous variables were centered by
converting variables to “deviation units by subtracting sample means to produce revised sample
means of zero” (Frazier et al., 2004, p. 120). In order to protect against inflated Type I error due
to the inclusion of multiple explanatory variables in each regression, the Bonferroni adjustment
was made (p <.05/2 explanatory variables), requiring a more conservative p-value to establish
statistical significance (p ≤ .025; Mundfrom, Perrett, Schaffer, Piccone, & Roozeboom, 2006). It
was also hypothesized that educator race/ethnicity might be related to study findings, thus
race/ethnicity (i.e., Hispanic/Latinx versus white) was originally included as a dummy variable
in the first step of each analysis to control for possible effects. Because the inclusion of
race/ethnicity had no significant effect on any of the regression analyses, it was excluded in the
final models to achieve greater parsimony (see intercorrelations between Hispanic/Latinx
dummy variable and study variables in Table 3).
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Results
Descriptive Results
To conduct multiple linear regression, the following assumptions must be met: (a)
linearity, (b) normally distributed residuals, (c) no multicollinearity, and (d) homoscedasticity.
Review of scatterplots showed a linear relationship between independent and dependent
variables. Plots of residual and predicted values revealed no significant concerns about normality
or homoscedasticity. Intercorrelations show that all independent variables are statistically
significantly, but modestly, correlated with the dependent variables (-.21 to .39). The two school
climate variables were more strongly correlated with each other (.75), as were the two positive
discipline variables (PR and SEI, .65), which is expected given the conceptual relatedness of
these constructs (all values below accepted cut-off value of .80; Allison, 1999). Table 3 displays
the reliability indexes, means, standard deviations, and skewness and kurtosis (with standard
errors) of the independent, moderator and dependent variables, as well as a correlation matrix
displaying the intercorrelations between all study variables.
Power analysis. Because the sample size was dependent on percentage of educator
response in the district, a post-hoc power analysis was conducted using a statistical software
package “G*Power3” (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) to determine achieved power.
For the given sample size, there was more than adequate power (i.e., power * .80) at the
moderate to large effect size level, but less than adequate statistical power at the small effect size
level.
Do educator perceptions of adult-student relationships account for reported levels of
punitive discipline techniques? If so, does respect for diversity moderate this association?
Table 4 displays results of the multiple regression analysis for all three discipline
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techniques. For the dependent variable of punitive approaches, Model 1 shows that adult-student
relationships (centered) and respect for diversity (centered) accounted for 12.2% of the variance
(R2 = 0.122, F(2,145) = 10.11 , p < .001) in punitive discipline techniques. A statistically
significant main effect was found for adult-student relationships and the use of punitive
discipline techniques in Model 1 (β = -.30, p = .011). As perceptions of adult-student
relationships were more positively rated, teacher/staff perceptions of punitive discipline practices
were less prevalent, while controlling for respect for diversity.
To answer the question of the potential moderating effect of the respect for diversity
variable, Model 2 included the interaction term for adult-student relationships and respect for
diversity, which accounted for a significant proportion (17.5%) of the variance in punitive
discipline and explained significantly more variance than the previous model (ΔR2 =
.05, F(1,144) = 8.74, p < .001; β = -.26, t(144) = -2.96, p = .004 .Thus, respect for diversity was
a significant moderator of the relation between adult-student relationships and punitive discipline
techniques (see Figure 1). Analysis of the interaction plot showed that more positive perceptions
of adult-student relationships were related to lower perceptions of punitive discipline overall and
that respect for diversity enhances this effect. When perceptions of adult-student relationships
were more negative, having more positive perceptions of respect for diversity was not related to
less punitive discipline. However, at higher levels of adult-student relationships, more positive
perceptions of respect for diversity enhanced the inverse association between adult-student
relationships and punitive discipline.
Do educator perceptions of adult-student relationships account for reported levels of
positive reinforcement (PR) techniques? If so, does respect for diversity moderate this
association?
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For the dependent variable of PR discipline techniques, Model 1 shows that adult-student
relationships (centered) and respect for diversity (centered) accounted for 15.8% of the variance
(R2 = 0.158, F(2,146) = 13.71 , p < .001) in reported PR techniques. The main effect of adultstudent relationships and PR discipline techniques, while controlling for respect for diversity,
approached significance (β = .24, p = .035), but did not meet the significance criterion calculated
with the Bonferroni correction method (p ≤ .025). Despite the lack of statistical significance,
these variables had a positive association, such that more positive reports of adult-student
relationships were associated with greater PR discipline techniques.
Model 2 included the interaction term for adult-student relationships and respect for
diversity. This model accounted for only 1% more of the variance in PR techniques than the
prior model (ΔR2 = 0.014), and the interaction term was non-significant (p = .12).
Do educator perceptions of adult-student relationships explain reported levels of socialemotional instructional (SEI) techniques? If so, does respect for diversity moderate this
association?
For the dependent variable of SEI discipline techniques, Model 1 shows that adultstudent relationships (centered) and respect for diversity (centered) accounted for a significant
amount of variance (17%) in SEI discipline techniques (R2 = 0.17, F(2,149) = , p < .001). The
main effect of adult-student relationships and SEI discipline techniques, while controlling for
respect for diversity, approached significance (β = .23, p = .047), but did not meet the
significance criterion calculated with the Bonferroni correction method (p ≤ .025). Again, despite
the lack of statistical significance, these variables had a positive association, such that more
positive reports of adult-student relationships were associated with greater SEI discipline
techniques.
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Model 2 included the interaction term for adult-student relationships and respect for
diversity. This model accounted for <1% more of the variance in SEI techniques than the
previous model (ΔR2 = 0.004), and the interaction term was non-significant (p=.37).
Discussion
The consistent documentation of discipline disproportionality for students of color and
ethnic minorities in schools within and the U.S. and other countries is a serious social justice and
racial equity problem that deserves attention from the research community. Although there has
been much work done to document the problems that exist surrounding discipline and racial
equity, there remains a gap in the literature surrounding the malleable underlying factors that
contribute to these problems, which could be the target of intervention and policy change. The
current study contributes to this growing body of research by investigating the explanatory and
moderating relations between key school climate variables (i.e., adult-student relationships and
racial climate) and the use of both punitive and positive discipline approaches. As these data
were collected from a district where exclusionary discipline disproportionality was already well
documented for Latinx students, the current study provides an analysis of how staff perceptions
of relational and racial school climate variables may relate to discipline approaches within this
specific context. Deepening our understanding of educator perceptions surrounding these
consequential practices may provide valuable insights for systems change efforts and
professional development processes.
Results relevant to the first research question, investigating main effects between the
relational climate variable (adult-student relationships) and discipline techniques, indicated that
teacher and staff perceptions of adult-student relationships were significantly related to
perceptions of the use of punitive discipline techniques. Adult-student relationships and racial
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climate accounted for 12% of the variance in punitive discipline. Adult-student relationships and
punitive discipline had an inverse relationship, in that, as teacher and staff perceptions of positive
adult-student relationships increased, their ratings related to punitive discipline practices
decreased. However, the relations between adult-student relationships and positive discipline
techniques (i.e., PR and SEI) were not found to be statistically significant using the Bonferonni
adjustment, though they approached significance and were associated in the expected direction.
The significant relation between perceptions of adult-student relationships and punitive
discipline techniques, but not positive approaches, may suggest that positive adult-student
relationships are associated with a reduction in the use (or perception of use) of punitive
approaches, but not necessarily a meaningful increase in the use of positive approaches.
One hypothesis for this finding is that punitive discipline interactions and positive
relational interactions with students are typically incompatible experiences, and thus it would be
logical to surmise that these factors would be inversely related. On the other hand, while the use
of positive reinforcement and SEI strategies might result in more neutral relational outcomes,
such as compliance or lack of problematic behavior, they may not always be sufficient to
produce more positive adult-student relationships, particularly for minoritized students who
may be complying with norms that are not congruent with their own cultures. Even
students who master compliance to dominant cultural norms may continue to feel
culturally excluded or disconnected from their learning environments, which may also
negatively impact their perceptions of racial and relational climates. Banks and Obiakor
(2015) argue that positive relationships are promoted within culturally responsive PBIS systems
when respect and caring are not only explicitly taught but also modeled by teachers through
interactions with students. Respect and caring may also be demonstrated by educators
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seeking to understand the cultural differences within learning environments and
integrating diverse manifestations of these values. The positive discipline questions included
in the current study were primarily about tangible actions toward students (e.g. “rewarded”,
“praised”, “taught”). What these items do not capture is how teachers and staff actually
demonstrate qualities like respect and caring within the context of these positive discipline
systems. Thus, this nonsignificant finding between the measured school climate variables and
positive discipline techniques may be consistent with the emerging research that suggests
practical strategies geared towards behavior modification and instruction of social-emotional
skills may not be sufficient for the development of authentic relationships or improving the
discipline gap (Welsh & Little, 2018). However, it is critical that these non-significant findings
are not overemphasized, as they are not considered sufficient evidence to rule out the potential
association between adult-student relationships and use of positive discipline approaches.
Findings of the second research question supported the hypothesis that racial climate (i.e.,
respect for diversity) was a significant moderator in the relation between adult-student
relationships and the perception of punitive discipline techniques. For those who reported more
positive adult-student relationships, perceptions of high respect for diversity actually
strengthened the inverse relation between quality of adult-student relationships and punitive
discipline. The combination of strong adult-student relationships and racial climate was
associated with the lowest perceived use of punitive discipline. The fact that perceptions of
respect for diversity was a significant moderator of the relation between adult-student
relationships and punitive discipline techniques suggests that perceived presence of racial biases
and differential treatment based on race may be especially salient in punitive discipline
experiences, as reflected in the enduring racial disparities in school discipline data (Partington &
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Gray, 2003; Skiba et al., 2002). This association is also consistent with literature surrounding the
relationship between implicit bias and harsh punishments in school discipline (Ispa-Landa,
2018). However, in the current study, for those reporting lower quality of adult-student
relationships, higher reported racial climate could not “make up” for the association between
poor adult-student relationships and greater perceived use of punitive discipline. This finding
that higher ratings of racial climate and adult-student relationships were related to lower levels of
punitive discipline techniques indicates that both of these elements of the school climate may be
critical conditions for schools to focus on within discipline reform efforts.
Limitations
There are several limitations to be noted regarding the current study. First, because this
study relied on self-report measures, social desirability may have impacted participants’
responses. This may have been further exacerbated by the fact that this study was conducted after
initiation of a district-led initiative that was prompted by a federal investigation of discipline
practices; thus, it is possible that teachers and staff may have responded to items in a more
socially desirable way despite the anonymous nature of the survey. This was reflected by the
finding that the climate items (i.e. adult-student relationships and respect for diversity), in
particular, were positively skewed. However, while this may reflect a limitation in the current
study, it may also reflect a common phenomenon in school climate research in that teachers tend
to rate climate variables as more favorable than students in the same setting (Mitchell et al.
2010), possibly because adults tend to have more control over classroom conditions than students
do. Furthermore, there is also the possibility that educators who were more interested in school
discipline reform efforts were more likely to participate in the voluntary survey. While there is
no way to know for certain what may have impacted bias in the school staff responses in the
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current study, it is also important to consider that school climate ratings are subjective in nature
as they are reflections of the raters’ perceptions of their environment rather than the realities
themselves. Even if this information is biased, the information may still be useful in
understanding stakeholder perceptions at any given point in time. To mitigate the impact of these
potential factors, particularly for personalized school recommendations, future studies should
take into account multiple perspectives and more objective measures of discipline strategies that
are used in the classroom (e.g. reward system artifacts, SEI curricula, observations of classroom
processes). Larger sample sizes with more representation across educator roles may also provide
more nuanced information about differences in perceptions that likely exist between teachers,
administration, support staff, etc.
Second, there were some inherent limitations in the measure used for this study that are
important to discuss. The DSCS-T/S has strong validity evidence and was developed by
renowned researchers in the area of school climate and school discipline (Bear, Gaskins, Blank,
& Chen, 2011). However, the respect for diversity scale only consists of three items and may
represent a narrow aspect of racial climate. Although it is true that a construct can often be
measured reliably and validly with even 2-3 items (Worthington and Whittaker, 2006), for a
construct as nuanced and important as racial climate we believe that a lengthier scale may be
preferable. In addition, the last item on the scale “The color of a student’s skin doesn’t matter to
teachers in this school,” may reflect the quality of “color-blindness,” which is a perspective that
is potentially harmful, as it may disregard the reality of differential racial experiences (BonillaSilva, 2010). Although the most updated version of this survey (2018-2019) omits this
problematic item, it was included in the earlier version used for this study. For this analysis, it
was still considered to reflect more positive perceptions of racial climate, as supported by alpha
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coefficients for the subscale as a whole. However, a more robust racial climate measure would
have strengthened the current study.
Third, the current teacher sample was comprised of primarily white females. The sample
demographics are generally representative of many schools in the United States (National Center
for Information in Education [NCEI], 2012), but a larger and more diverse sample of educators
may yield different results, as perceptions of racial climate are likely influenced by personal
experience and racial identity. Although teacher race was not found to be a significant
explanatory variable in the current study, there may have been too few non-white teachers to
detect a measurable difference. In addition, although administrators comprised 6.5% of the
current sample, future studies should consider seeking more detailed accounts from
administration about their experiences and perspectives on discipline. Even though teachers are
the first line of responders when it comes to discipline, it is often administrators who support
teachers in discipline and make ultimate decisions about which disciplinary consequences are
most appropriate.
Last, the cross-sectional design of this study does not allow for any understanding of
causality; we do not know whether school climate variables cause or predict discipline
approaches and vice versa. Current results only elucidate the relation between these variables at
one point in time. It will be critical that future research advances current findings by using a
longitudinal design to explore causality.
Implications and Future Research
Current study findings have important implications for school communities that serve
Latinx students, and potentially other marginalized student populations, that are significantly
impacted by punitive discipline practices. Specifically, results point to the relation between
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adult-student relationship quality, racial climate, and use of punitive approaches. Although the
direction of the relation between these variables cannot be determined from the current analyses,
they do highlight the positive relation between positive adult-student relationships and less
perceived use of punitive discipline approaches and the enhancing effect of positive racial
climate. Thus, any effort to reduce the use of punitive discipline approaches, will likely need to
consider how to strengthen adult-student relationships and improve experiences of racial climate.
While the current results support previous research that links punitive discipline to fractured
interpersonal relationships and poor school climate (Brown, 2007; Mitchell & Bradshaw, 2013),
further investigation into the types of behavior management strategies that intentionally foster a
positive racial climate and strengthen adult-student relationships is warranted.
Racial climate is an aspect of discipline reform and school climate that has historically
not been given enough focused attention. Leading school psychology researchers have been
calling for the field to place race and racial justice at the center of any effort to address discipline
disproportionality (Bottiani, Bradshaw, & Gregory, 2018). For example, Gregory and Fergus
(2017) explain that any effort to close the racial discipline gap that is “colorblind” is unlikely to
be successful. The findings of the present study further suggest that racial climate, in tandem
with positive adult-student relationships, is related to the lowest reported perceptions of punitive
discipline. It is important to note that improvements in perceptions of racial climate are not
possible without actual system and structural changes that are geared towards more equitable and
inclusive environments. Some ways to begin this work include discipline policy changes,
inclusive and multicultural curriculum, strong integration of culturally responsive practice and
implicit racial bias training into school professional development processes (Ispa-Landa, 2018;
Vincent, Randall, Cartledge, Tobin, & Swain-Bradway, 2011). Explicit and continuous
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assessment of disaggregated discipline data and across contexts (e.g. classroom, supervision,
administrative), as well as student and staff experiences of racial climate, are also critical to
ensure that school leaders are taking appropriate and relevant actions toward increasing racial
equity (Hughes et al, 2020). In addition, further research that explore similarities and differences
of discipline practices across countries with different languages and racial/ethnic compositions
may shed some light on factors that may contribute to or protect against harmful discipline
practices in schools. These considerations across every layer of school systems may not only
improve multiple facets of school climate but could also disrupt the pathways of students from
schools to criminal justice systems.
In terms of fostering positive adult-student relationships, it is important that schools do
not assume this will be an automatic after-effect of behaviorally focused approaches, like
SWPBS and SEI. While these positive discipline systems appear to be promising approaches for
improving student behavior and school climate (Netzel & Eber, 2003; Osher et al., 2012; Sugai
& Horner, 2006; Vincent & Tobin, 2010), they may not focus intentionally enough on the
importance of the quality of the adult-student relationship. The way this is done will likely look
different in each school depending on unique contexts, cultures, and classroom dynamics, but
regardless the importance of positive relationships in schools is well-supported (Eccles &
Roeser, 2011; Gregory & Weinstein, 2008). Generally, authoritative discipline styles that are
high in both structure (e.g., high expectations and close supervision) and support (e.g., warmth,
acceptance, and involvement) are associated with more positive adult-student relationships (Bear
and Yang, 2011; Gregory et al., 2011; McKown & Weinstein, 2008). Additionally, adult
understanding and attention to student perceptions of procedural justice (i.e. perceived fairness of
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educator decisions surrounding differentiated supports) may contribute to a stronger classroom
relational ecology (Pnevmatikos & Trikkaloiotis, 2012).
Overall, comprehensive discipline reform requires attention to the variety of contexts that
interact with students and impact discipline decisions, ranging from classroom culture and
interpersonal climate to formal policy changes. An emerging and promising framework to
consider within discipline reform efforts is school-based Restorative Justice (RJ), which
emphasizes a significant reduction or elimination of punitive approaches and is primarily focused
on increasing trust, belonging, increasing student voice, and a commitment to social and racial
justice (Brown, 2018; Davis, 2019) . School-based RJ is a positive discipline framework that is
rooted in strengthening relationships and repairing relational harm through restorative practices
(e.g. affective dialogue, circle processes, democratic classrooms, conflict resolution) rather than
punishment and exclusion. There is increasing awareness and evidence that school-based RJ may
not only be a more effective alternative to punitive discipline but may also be a vehicle for
building strong relationships, more positive and connected school climates, and equity in school
discipline (Fronius, Persson, Guckenburg, Hurley & Petrosina, 2016; Gregory et al, 2016). RJ
practices are being increasingly used to address inequitable discipline internationally, including
in Australia, New Zealand, the U.K., and Canada (McCluskey et al., 2008). Some scholars have
also suggested that school-based RJ is congruent with social-emotional learning systems in that
students and adults are provided with more opportunities to actually practice these skills together
through the structured relational interactions that are inherent to restorative practices
(Hulvershorn & Mulholland, 2018). However, even restorative approaches are susceptible to
biased application such that schools with higher percentages of Black students are less likely to
utilize such practices (Payne and Welsh, 2015). As with any systems change effort,
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implementation of positive discipline frameworks like RJ should be pursued systematically, with
racial and cultural consciousness, and with judicious, resourceful and integrative approaches to
avoid unsuccessful attempts (Song & Swearer, 2016).
Conclusion
In conclusion, the current study serves as another stepping stone on the path toward
understanding the complex and nuanced relationship between school climate factors and use of
punitive and positive discipline approaches. There is a continuous and urgent need for research
that helps elucidate the malleable factors contributing to punitive discipline and
disproportionality, as it is a persistent social justice issue. The current study shows that adultstudent relationships, as perceived by teachers, administrators and staff, are related to the use of
punitive discipline. When adult-student relationships are more positive, less punitive discipline is
perceived to be used. Furthermore, racial climate moderates this relationship. Efforts to reduce
punitive discipline, particularly in schools like those in the current study, where discipline
disproportionality exists, would likely benefit from considering approaches that place adultstudent relationships and racial climate at the forefront. As countries across the globe continue to
become increasingly diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, nationality and religion (Wike, Stokes, &
Simmons, 2016), these issues and their solutions will be of critical importance to not just the
United States, but the international community at large.

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

29

References
Agirdag, O., Demanet, J., Van Houtte, M., & Van Avermaet, P. (2011). Ethnic school
composition and peer victimization: A focus on the interethnic school climate.
International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 35, 465–473.
doi:10.1016/j.ijintrel.2010.09.009
Allison, P.D. (1999). Logistic regression using SAS: Theory and practice. Cary, NC: The SAS
Institute.
American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force. (2008). Are zero tolerance
policies effective in the schools?: An evidentiary review and recommendations. The
American Psychologist, 63, 852–862. doi:10.1037/0003-066X.63.9.852
Anderson, C. S. (1982). The search for school climate: A review of the research. Review of
Educational Research, 52, 368–420. doi:10.2307/1170423
Arcia, E. (2006). Achievement and enrollment status of suspended students: Outcomes in a large,
multicultural school district. Education and Urban Society, 38, 359–369.
doi:10.1177/0013124506286947

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

30

Banks, T., & Obiakor, F. E. (2015). Culturally Responsive Positive Behavior Supports:
Considerations for Practice. Journal of Education and Training Studies, 3(2).
https://doi.org/10.11114/jets.v3i2.636
Bear, G., & Yang, C. (2011). Delaware school climate surveys technical manual. Retrieved from
Delaware Positive Behavior Support Project (DE-PBS) website:
http://www.delawarepbs.org/
Bear, G. (2012). Both suspension and alternatives work, depending on one’s aim. The Journal of
School Violence, 11, 174–186. doi:10.1080/15388220.2012.652914
Bear, G., Gaskins, C., Blank, J., & Chen, F. F. (2011). Delaware School Climate Survey—
Student: Its factor structure, concurrent validity, and reliability. Journal of School
Psychology, 49, 157–174. doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2011.01.001
Bonilla-Silva, E. (2010). Racism Without Racists: Color-blind Racism and the Persistence of
Racial Inequality in the United States. Rowman & Littlefield.
Brown, M. A. (2017). Creating Restorative Schools: Setting Schools Up to Succeed. Living
Justice Press. Retrieved from https://books.google.com/books?id=0X3WswEACAAJ
Bottiani, J., Bradshaw, C., & Gregory, A. (2018). Nudging the Gap: Introduction to the Special Issue
“Closing in on Discipline Disproportionality.” School Psychology Review, 47, 109–117.
https://doi.org/10.17105/SPR-2018-0023.V47-2

Bradshaw, C. P., Pas, E. T., Bottiani, J. H., Debnam, K. J., Reinke, W., Herman, K., &
Rosenberg, M. S. (2018). Promoting cultural responsivity and student engagement
through Double Check coaching of classroom teachers: An efficacy study. School
Psychology Review, 47, 118–134. doi: 10.17105/SPR-2017-0119.V47-2

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

31

Brown, T. M. (2007). Lost and turned out: Academic, social, and emotional experiences of
students excluded from school. Urban Education, 42, 432–455.
doi:10.1177/0042085907304947
Bryson, S., & Childs, K. (2018). Racial and Ethnic Differences in the Relationship Between School
Climate and Disorder. School Psychology Review, 47, 258–274. https://doi.org/10.17105/SPR2018-0016.V47-3

Burns, J. A. (1985). Discipline: Why does it continue to be a problem? Solution is in changing
school culture. NASSP Bulletin, 69, 1–5. doi: 10.1177/019263658506947901
Carr, E. G., Dunlap, G., Horner, R. H., Koegel, R. L., Turnbull, A. P., Sailor, W., … Fox, L.
(2002). Positive behavior support: Evolution of an applied science. The Journal of
Positive Behavior Interventions, 4, 4–20. doi:10.1177/109830070200400102
Chang, J., & Le, T. N. (2010). Multiculturalism as a dimension of school climate: The impact on
the academic achievement of Asian American and Hispanic youth. Cultural Diversity &
Ethnic Minority Psychology, 16, 485–492. doi:10.1037/a0020654
Davis, F. (2019). The Little Book of Race and Restorative Justice : Black Lives, Healing, and US
Social Transformation. New York NY: Good Books.
Dessel, A. (2010). Prejudice in schools: Promotion of an inclusive culture and climate.
Education and Urban Society, 42, 407–429. doi:10.1177/0013124510361852
Dodge, K. A., Coie, J. D., & Lynam, D. (2006). Aggression and antisocial behavior in youth. In
N. Eisenberg, W. Damon, & R. M., Lerner (Eds.), Handbook of child psychology: Vol. 3,
Social, emotional, and personality development (6th ed., pp. 719–788). Hoboken, NJ:
Wiley.
Duke, D. L. (1977). A systematic management plan for school discipline. NASSP Bulletin, 61, 1–
10. doi:10.1177/019263657706140501

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

32

Eccles, J. S., & Roeser, R. (2011). Schools as developmental contexts during adolescence.
Journal of Research on Adolescence, 21, 225–241. doi:10.1111/j.15327795.2010.00725.x
Fan, W., Williams, C. M., & Corkin, D. M. (2011). A multilevel analysis of student perceptions
of school climate: The effect of social and academic risk factors. Psychology in the
Schools, 48, 632–647. doi:10.1002/pits.20579
Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Lang, A.-G., & Buchner, A. (2007). G*Power 3: A flexible statistical
power analysis program for the social, behavioral, and biomedical sciences. Behavior
Research Methods, 39(2), 175–191. https://doi.org/10.3758/BF03193146
Fenning, P., & Sharkey, J. D. (2012). Creating equitable school policies to prevent and address
ethnic disproportionality in school discipline practices. In A. L. Noltemeyer & C. S.
McLoughlin (Eds.), Disproportionality in education and special education (pp. 237–
258). Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas.
Frazier, P. A., Tix, A. P., & Barron, K. E. (2004). Testing moderator and mediator effects in
counseling psychology research. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 51(1), 115–
134. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.51.1.115
Fronius, T., Persson, H., Guckenburg, S., Hurley, N. & Petrosina, A. (2016). Restorative Justice
in U.S. Schools: A Research Review. The WestEd Justice and Prevention Research
Center. visit http://jprc.wested.org/
Gase, L. N., Gomez, L. M., Kuo, T., Glenn, B. A., Inkelas, M., & Ponce, N. A. (2017).
Relationships Among Student, Staff, and Administrative Measures of School Climate and
Student Health and Academic Outcomes. Journal of School Health, 87(5), 319–328.
https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.12501

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

33

Gordon, L. (2015). Teaching the ‘poor’ a lesson: Beyond punitive discipline in schools. New
Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 50(2), 211 - 222.
http://dx.doi.org.flagship.luc.edu/10.1007/s40841-015-0014-z
Gordon, R., Della Piana, L., & Keleher, T. (2000). Facing the consequences: An examination of
racial discrimination in U.S. public schools. Oakland, CA: Applied Research Center.
Gray, J., & Beresford, Q. (2008). A ‘formidable challenge’: Australia’s quest for equity in
Indigenous education. Australian Journal of Education, 52, 197 - 223.
Gregory, A., Clawson, K., Davis, A., & Gerewitz, J. (2016). The Promise of Restorative
Practices to Transform Teacher-Student Relationships and Achieve Equity in School
Discipline. Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation, 26(4), 325–353.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10474412.2014.929950
Gregory, A., Cornell, D., & Fan, X. (2011). The relationship of school structure and support to
suspension rates for Black and White high school students. American Educational
Research Journal, 48, 904–934. doi:10.3102/0002831211398531
Gregory, A., Cornell, D., Fan, X., Sheras, P., Shih, T., & Huang, F. (2010). Authoritative school
discipline: High school practices associated with lower bullying and victimization.
Journal of Educational Psychology, 102, 483–496. doi:10.1037/a0018562
Gregory, A., & Fergus, E. (2017). Social and emotional learning and equity in school
discipline. The Future of Children, 117-136. Retrieved from
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1144814.pdf
Gregory, A., & Weinstein, R. S. (2008). The discipline gap and African Americans: Defiance or
cooperation in the high school classroom. Journal of School Psychology, 46, 455–475.
doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2007.09.001

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

34

Hirschfield, P. J. (2008). Preparing for prison? The criminalization of school discipline in the
USA. Theoretical Criminology, 12, 79–101.
doi:10.1177/1362480607085795
Hopson, L. M., & Lee, E. (2011). Mitigating the effect of family poverty on academic and
behavioral outcomes: The role of school climate in middle and high school. Children and
Youth Services Review, 33, 2221–2229. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.07.006
Hughes, T., Raines, T., & Malone, C. (2020). School Pathways to the Juvenile Justice System.
Policy Insights from the Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 7(1), 72–79.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732219897093
Hulvershorn, K., & Mulholland, S. (2018). Restorative practices and the integration of social
emotional learning as a path to positive school climates. Journal of Research in
Innovative Teaching & Learning, 11(1), 110–123. doi: 10.1108/JRIT-08-2017-0015
Ispa-Landa, S. (2018). Persistently Harsh Punishments Amid Efforts to Reform: Using Tools
From Social Psychology to Counteract Racial Bias in School Disciplinary Decisions.
Educational Researcher, 47, 384-390. doi: 10.3102/0013189X18779578
Knoff, H. M. (1984). Conceptualizing discipline: A school psychologist’s perspective. NASSP
Bulletin, 68, 80–85. doi:10.1177/019263658406847111
Lee, J., & Shute, V. J. (2010). Personal and social-contextual factors in K-12 academic
performance: An integrative perspective on student learning. Educational Psychologist,
45, 185–202. doi:10.1080/00461520.2010.493471
Liew, J., Chen, Q., & Hughes, J. N. (2010). Child effortful control, teacher–student relationships,
and achievement in academically at-risk children: Additive and interactive effects. Early

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

35

Childhood Research Quarterly, 25(1), 5164. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2009.07.005
McEvoy, A., & Welker, R. (2000). Antisocial Behavior, Academic Failure, and School Climate:
A Critical Review. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 8(3), 130–140.
https://doi.org/10.1177/106342660000800301
McKown, C., & Weinstein, R. S. (2008). Teacher expectations, classroom context, and the
achievement gap. Journal of School Psychology, 46(3), 235–261.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2007.05.001
Meehan, B. T., Hughes, J. N., & Cavell, T. A. (2003). Teacher-student relationships as
compensatory resources for aggressive children. Child Development, 74(4), 1145–
1157. doi: 10.1111/1467-8624.00598
Mitchell, M. M., & Bradshaw, C. P. (2013). Examining classroom influences on student
perceptions of school climate: The role of classroom management and exclusionary
discipline strategies. Journal of School Psychology, 51(5), 599–610.
doi:10.1016/j.jsp.2013.05.005
Mitchell, M. M., Bradshaw, C. P., & Leaf, P. J. (2010). Student and Teacher Perceptions of
School Climate: A Multilevel Exploration of Patterns of Discrepancy. Journal of School
Health, 80(6), 271–279. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2010.00501.x
Murray, C., & Zvoch, K. (2011). Teacher—student relationships among behaviorally at-risk
African American youth from low-income backgrounds: Student perceptions, teacher
perceptions, and socioemotional adjustment correlates. Journal of Emotional and
Behavioral Disorders, 19(1), 41–54. https://doi.org/10.1177/1063426609353607

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

36

National Association of School Psychologists. (2016). Every Student Succeeds Act mental and
behavioral health services for school psychologists. Retrieved from
https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/policy-priorities/relevant-law/the-everystudent-succeeds-act/essa-implementation-resources/essa-mental-and-behavioral-healthservices-for-school-psychologists
National Center for Education Statistics. (2012). Indicators of school crime and safety: 2011
(NCES 2012-002/ NCJ 236021). Retrieved from
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012002rev.pdf
National Center for Education Statistics. (1998). Violence and discipline problems in U.S. public
schools: 1996-97 (NCES 98-030). Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/pubs98/98030.pdf
Netzel, D. M., & Eber, L. (2003). Shifting from reactive to proactive discipline in an urban
school district: A change of focus through PBIS implementation. Journal of Positive
Behavior Interventions, 6, 71–79. doi:10.1177/10983007030050020201
Osher, D., Bear, G. G., Sprague, J. R., & Doyle, W. (2010). How can we improve school
discipline? Educational Researcher, 39, 48–58. doi:10.3102/0013189X09357618
Osher, D., Dwyer, K., Jimerson, S. R., & Brown, J. A. (2012). Developing safe, supportive, and
effective schools: Facilitating student success to reduce school violence. In S. R.
Jimerson, A. B. Nickerson, M. J. Mayer, & M. J. Furlong (Eds.), The handbook of school
violence and school safety: International research and practice. New York, NY:
Routledge.
Partington, G., & Gray, J. (2003). Classroom management and Aboriginal students. In Q.
Beresfor, & G. Partington (Eds), Reform and resistance in Aboriginal education: The
Australian experience, 164–184. Perth: University of Western Australia Press.

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

37

Payne, A. A., & Welch, K. (2015). Restorative Justice in Schools: The Influence of Race on
Restorative Discipline. Youth & Society, 47(4), 539–564.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0044118X12473125
Peguero, A. A., & Shekarkhar, Z. (2011). Latino/a student misbehavior and school punishment.
Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 33, 54–70. doi:10.1177/0739986310388021
Pnevmatikos, D., & Trikkaliotis, I. (2012). Procedural Justice in A Classroom Where Teacher
Implements Differentiated Instruction. In D. Alt & R. Reingold (Eds.), Changes in
Teachers’ Moral Role (pp. 155–163). SensePublishers. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-946091-837-7_13
Reinke, W. M., & Herman, K. C. (2002). Creating school environments that deter antisocial
behaviors in youth. Psychology in the Schools, 39, 549–559. doi:10.1002/pits.10048
Schmidt, J. J. (1989). A Professional Stance for Positive Discipline — Promoting
Learning. NASSP Bulletin, 73(516), 14-20. https://doi.org/10.1177/019263658907351604
Skiba, R. J., Michael, R. S., Nardo, A. C., & Peterson, R. (2002). The color of discipline:
Sources of racial and gender disproportionality in school punishment. Urban Review, 34,
317–342.
Skiba, R. J., Rausch, M. K., & Ritter, S. (2005). Discipline is always teaching: Effective alternatives to
Zero Tolerance in schools. Center for Evaluation and Education Policy, Indiana University, 217–
226.

Skiba, R. J., & Peterson, R. L. (2000). School discipline at a crossroads: From zero tolerance to
early response. Exceptional Children, 66, 335–347.
Song, S. Y., & Swearer, S. M. (2016). The Cart Before the Horse: The Challenge and Promise of
Restorative Justice Consultation in Schools. Journal of Educational and Psychological
Consultation, 26(4), 313–324. doi: 10.1080/10474412.2016.1246972

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

38

Sugai, G., & Horner, R. H. (2006). A promising approach for expanding and sustaining school
wide positive behavior support. School Psychology Review, 35, 246–259.
Vincent, C. G., & Tobin, T. J. (2010). The relationship between implementation of school-wide
positive behavior support and disciplinary exclusion of students from various ethnic
backgrounds with and without disabilities. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral
Disorders, 13, 219-229. doi:10.1177/1063426610377329
Vincent, C. G., Randall, C., Cartledge, G., Tobin, T. J., & Swain-Bradway, J. (2011). Toward a
Conceptual Integration of Cultural Responsiveness and Schoolwide Positive Behavior
Support. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 13(4), 219–229. doi:
10.1177/1098300711399765
Voight, A., Hanson, T., O’Malley, M., & Adekanye, L. (2015). The Racial School Climate Gap:
Within-School Disparities in Students’ Experiences of Safety, Support, and
Connectedness. American Journal of Community Psychology, 56(3/4), 252–267.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-015-9751-x
Wang, M. T., Selman, R. L., Dishion, & Stormshak, E. A. (2010) A tobit regression analysis of
the covariation between middle school student’s perceived school climate and behavioral
Problems. Journal of Research in Adolescence, 20, 274–286. doi:10.1111/j.15327795.2010.00648.x
Watkins, N. D., & Aber, M. S. (2009). Exploring the relationships among race, class, gender, and
middle school students’ perceptions of school racial climate. Equity & Excellence in
Education, 42, 395–411.

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

39

Way, N., Reddy, R., & Rhodes, J. (2007). Students’ perceptions of school climate during the
middle school years: Associations with trajectories of psychological and behavioral
adjustment. American Journal of Community Psychology, 40, 194–213.
Warikoo, N., & Carter, P. (2009). Cultural explanations for racial and ethnic stratification in
academic achievement: A call for a new and improved theory. Review of Educational
Research 79, 366–394. doi:10.3102/0034654308326162
Welsh, R. O., & Little, S. (2018). The school discipline dilemma: A comprehensive review of
disparities and alternative approaches. Review of Educational Research, 88(5), 752–794.
doi:10.3102/0034654318791582

Wike, R. Stokes, B., & Simmons, K. (2016). Europeans fear wave of refugees will mean more
terrorism, fewer jobs. Pew Research Center.
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2016/07/11/europeans-not-convinced-growingdiversity-is-a-good-thing-divided-on-what-determines-national-identity/Worthington, R.
L., & Whittaker, T. A. (2006). Scale Development Research: A Content Analysis and
Recommendations for Best Practices. The Counseling Psychologist, 34(6), 806–838.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000006288127
Zullig, K. J., Huebner, E. S., & Patton, J. M. (2011). Relationships among school climate
domains and school satisfaction. Psychology in the Schools, 48, 133–145.
doi:10.1002/pits.20532
Zullig, K. J., Koopman, T. M., Patton, J. M., & Ubbes, V. A. (2010). School climate: Historical
review, instrument development, and school assessment. Journal of Psychoeducational
Assessment, 28, 139–152. doi:10.1177/073428290934420

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE

40

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE
Table 1
Descriptive Information for Participants (N=168)
Sample Characteristics

N

%

Female

114

68%

Male

54

32%

White

114

68%

Hispanic/Latinx

25

15%

Other

14

8%

Prefer not answer/Missing

15

9%

Classroom Teacher

115

68%

Administrator

11

7%

Support staff

27

16%

Office staff

15

9%

0-3

13

8%

4-7

24

14%

8-11

22

13%

12-15

36

22%

16-19

28

17%

20+

45

27%

Gender

Ethnicity

Position

Years of Experience

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE
Table 2
DSCS-T/S Survey Scales and Specific Items Used within the Current Study
ADULT-STUDENT RELATIONS (α = .86)
•

Teachers care about their students.

•

Teachers listen to students when they have problems.

•

Adults who work in this school care about the students.

RESPECT FOR DIVERSITY (α = .87)
•

Teachers treat students of all races with respect.

•

Adults in this school care about students of all races.

•

The color of a student’s skin doesn’t matter to teachers in this school.

PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE (α = .72)
•

In this school students are punished a lot

•

Students are often sent out of class for breaking rules.

•

Students are often yelled at by adults.

•

Many students are sent to the office for breaking rules.

POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT (α = .83)
•

Students are praised often.

•

Students are often given rewards for being good.

•

Teachers let students know when they are being good.

SOCIAL EMOTIONAL INSTRUCTION (α=.86)
•

Students are taught to feel responsible for how they act.

•

Students are taught to understand how others think and feel.

•

Students are taught that they can control their own behavior.

•

Students are taught they should care about how others feel.

•

Students are taught how to solve conflicts with others.

Note. Reliability coefficients are for teachers and staff serving all grade levels. Only scales used
for the current study are included in this table.

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE
Table 3
Reliability Indexes, Means, Standard Deviations and Intercorrelations Between the Explanatory Variables (A-S Relationships, Respect
for Diversity) and Dependent Variables (Punitive, PR, SEI Discipline)
Variable

Descriptive Analyses

Intercorrelations

α

M

SD

Range

Skew

Kurtosis

1

2

3

4

5

6

1. A-S Relationships

.83

3.35

.51

1.00-4.00

.75**

-.35**

.37**

.39**

-.18*

.78

3.22

.56

1.00-4.00

4.08
(.38)
1.06
(.38)

—

2. Respect Diversity

-1.28
(.19)
-.55
(.19)

—

-.28**

.33**

.38**

-.19*

3. Punitive

.76

2.11

.48

1.00-3.75

4. PR

.75

2.89

.45

1.00-4.00

5. SEI

.89

2.80

.54

1.00-4.00

.46
(.19)
-.28
(.19)
-.63
(.19)

.76
(.38)
1.82
(.38)
1.80
(.38)

—

0.18

.39

0-1

—

—

School Climate

Discipline Techniques

Control Variable
6. Hispanic/Latinx

—

-.21** -.30**
—

.03

.65**

.07

—

.08

—

Note. A-S = Adult-Student; PR = Positive Reinforcement; SEI = Social-Emotional Instruction; M = mean; SD = standard deviation.
*p<.05, **p < .01.

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND POSITIVE AND PUNITIVE DISCIPLINE
Table 4
Regression Analyses of Perceptions of Adult-Student (A-S) Relationships, Respect for Diversity, and Use of Punitive, PR, and SEI
Discipline Techniques
DV
Punitive

B

SE

β

t

IV: A-S Relationships

-.28

.11

-.30

-2.59*

M: Respect Diversity

-.05

.10

-.06

-0.50

IV: A-S Relationships

-.42

.12

-.45

-3.62***

M: Respect Diversity

-.03

.10

-.04

-0.34

Interaction term: A-S x RD

-.21

.07

-.26

-2.96**

Model 1

Model 2

Positive

Model 1

R2

Adjusted R2

ΔR2

F

.12

.11

.12***

10.11***

.17

.16

.16

.15

.05**

.16***

10.01***

13.71***

Reinforcement

IV: A-S Relationships

.21

.10

.24

2.12

(PR)

M: Respect Diversity

.14

.09

.18

1.57

IV: A-S Relationships

.14

.11

.17

1.33

M: Respect Diversity

.15

.09

.19

1.68

Interaction term: A-S x RD

-.10

.07

-.14

-1.57

IV: A-S Relationships

.23

.12

.22

1.96

M: Respect Diversity

.21

.11

.22

1.96

Model 2

Social
Emotional

Model 1

.17

.17

.16

.16

.01

.17***

10.05***

15.30***
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Instruction
(SEI)

Model 2

.18

.16

.00

10.45***

IV: A-S Relationships

.18

.13

.18

1.44

M: Respect Diversity

.22

.11

.23

2.00

Interaction term: A-S x RD

-.07

.08

-.08

-0.89

Note. IV = independent variable; M = moderator variable; DV = dependent variable;*p < .025, **p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Figure 1. Examination of the Adult-Student Relationships x Respect for Diversity interaction for teacher/staff perceptions of use of
punitive discipline techniques.

